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Paul the Mystic: Apocalypticism and Mysticism 


Introduction 

Letter to Paul: Paul You wrote letters to the church that you loved and where you sought connection, 
a Jesus movement. You did not have a dogmatic doctrine in mind, a universal church such as I know it 
now in my time, because in your time it did not yet exist. As a Jewish-Hellenistic man you 
fundamentally chose freedom, unity and did justice by being human for a human being. You teach us 
faith, hope and love. Born out of love, that new humanity. Thank you so much for your letters, the 
insight into mysticism. Greetings my dear friend in remembrance 


Historical context 

Paul is said to have been born in Tarsus. He lived from about ten to 63 AD. Tarsos is a Greco-Roman 
city in Asia Minor, present-day Turkey. Paul is a son of well-to-do Jews, a Jewish community who lived 
in Tarsus under the authority of Roman rule and who were familiar with the Greek way of doing 
things. As a young man, Paul joined the Pharisees, but Paul gradually developed and through a 
different point of view, a vision, Paul, who always remained Jewish, eventually chose to join the 
Jewish messianic liberation movement that was set in motion with Jesus. Jesus groups of Jews and 
Greeks. Tensions arose in these groups, and Paul tried to create unity. 


The Authentic 

Epistles: Paul wrote letters to these specific groups. Paul wrote contextual theology. The context, the 
circumstances were always different, specific situations. Of the thirteen letters in Paul's name, seven 
are authentic. They were written around the years 50 to 55 AD. Chr. 


The seven authentic letters of Paul are: 
Journey Letter Year Place 
Second 1 Thessalonicences 49-52 Corinth 


Continued third 2 Corinthians 54-55 Macedonia 
Continued third Wrapping Up Philippians 54-55 Macedonia 
Continued third Galatians 54-55 Macedonia 
Continued third Romans 54-55 Macedonia 


Note: 

The book of Acts also writes about Paul, but gives a different description of Paul's activities that do 
not correspond to Paul's own letters. We therefore prefer Paul's own letters and only deal with what 
Paul himself wrote. 


Where does the story of Paul as a mystic begin? 


Apocalypticism 
Paul was familiar with the Jewish apocalyptic. Apocalyptic literature of Jewish origin was not 


uncommon in Paul's day. In order to understand Paul properly, it is necessary to take this into 
account. Paul's apocalyptic thinking can be summarized as follows: 


= The apocalyptic Paul lived in expectation of the imminent end of the world. 
= Tribulation precedes God's final intervention. 
= Paul believed in the resurrection of the dead 
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= Paul believed in a new world. An expectation of the future: the end of all dominion, God's final 
victory. 
= Paul is referring to history. From creation to the final victory of God. 


Paul did not write apocalypses but letters. In his letters, however, there are passages that can be 
characterized as apocalyptic. In Thessalonians, Paul has an apocalyptic expectation of the future. The 
Thessalonian congregation is concerned about the resurrection of the dead when Jesus returns. Paul 
reassures the congregation. 


1 Thess. 4:15 For this we say to you with a word from the Lord, that we who are left alive until the coming of the Lord 
will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. 


Translation HSV 


An Apocalyptic Vision Revelation 
In the letter to Galatians, he appealed to his revelations. There is doubt in the church where he 


comes about his apostleship. Paul tries to defend himself by appealing to his revelations. 


Galatians 1:11 But I make it known to you, brethren, that the Gospel which I have preached is not according to man. 12 
For | did not receive or learn it from any man, but by revelation from Jesus Christ. 15 But when God, who 
separated me from my mother's womb and called me by his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son in me. 

1 Cor 9:1 Am | not an apostle? Am | not free? Have | not seen Jesus Christ our Lord? 3 This is my defense against 
those who judge me. 


Translation HSV 


In 

the second letter to the Corinthians, Paul writes that he knows a Christ-man who was taken fourteen 
years ago to the third heaven (paradise) and heard unspeakable words that no man is allowed to 
speak. 


Does 2.12:2-4 | knowaman in Christ, fourteen years it is valid -- whether it happened in the body, | do not know: 
whether it was outside the body, | do not know: God knows that such a man was taken up to the third 
heaven. 


Translation HSV 


But who is it really about, is Paul talking about himself here? 
Indeed, in the letter to the Galatians, Paul wrote that after fourteen years he went to Jerusalem with 
Barnabas and Titus. Paul went on the basis of a revelation. Then a revelation and now again. 


Bile. 2:2 Then, at the end of fourteen years, | went back to Jerusalem with Barnabas, and | also accompanied 
Titus. And I went on the basis of a revelation. 


Translation HSV 


Paul goes through a personal development, a transformation and uses apocalypticism to express his 
mystical experiences. When Paul speaks of his own experience, we can interpret it as mysticism. The 
concept of mysticism must be interpreted within an apocalyptic context. 


What was Paul revealed? 
If you look for an answer in the texts, you will notice that it is a complex matter. What is certain is that 
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a revelation does not come from men. And Paul himself does not give an unambiguous picture of his 
vision. 
But in summary, we can list a number of things: 


= One God, one humanity, and one Spirit that animates us all. 

= The dawning of the kingdom of God, the end of evil powers, sin and death. 

= New creation, new humanity, these are the key words of the world revolution that Paul has in 
mind. 

= The understanding of freedom, equality and justice. 

= Everything Paul saw in heaven, he sees as one figure: Jesus. (Unit) 

= Paul came to understand that Jesus lived. (Resurrection) 

= The Coming of the Christ-Man (Whole New Humanity) 

= The apocalyptic vision revealed that the crucified one had been raised from the dead by God. The 
scandal of the cross: from a curse to blessing. (Also expressed as a metaphor). 


New creation, new humanity. For Paul, the expected coming of Christ is the great turning point in 
history. Paul divides the history: from creation — promise of Abraham — Moses and the Torah — 
coming of Christ — the parousia of the Lord — God's final victory — a world of free people. 


Free men, therefore, so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come upon everyone, that 
we might receive the promised Spirit by believing it. 


Bile. 3:14 That the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles in Christ Jesus, and that we might receive the 
promise of the Spirit through faith. 


Translation HSV 


Paul came up with a metaphor, an image of that messianic deliverer: that crucified one should first of 
all rise in the churches, as the beginning of a new humanity. Paul was a mystic, after all, he had 
experienced the vision in a living body, he had to put it into practice for those who could not draw 
directly from the mystical experience. At the very least, the resurrection of the Christ would become 
visible if the members of the congregation try to become like him, where everyone is allowed to 
come into their own. It does not matter whether one is a Jew or a Greek, a slave or a free, amanora 
woman. Unity in diversity. And that doesn't make Paul a misogynist, an anti-Semite or even a 
homophobe. 


Bile. 3:28 It does not matter that one is a Jew or a Greek; It does not matter that one is a slave or a free man; it does 
not matter whether one is male or female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 


Translation HSV 


For Paul, this new world had already become a reality, radically changing him through the vision. He 
became a different man—a Christ-man. He was already living, as it were, in the messianic realm. Paul 
was a man of two worlds. 


Bile. 2:20 I was crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. 


Translation HSV 


More on this later. Paul the Mystic: Disidentification: (p. 9) The "Christ in me" (Gal. 2:20). 
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The aforementioned promise of the Spirit is a fundamental one for Paul. Where there is the Spirit of 
the Lord, there is freedom. The Spirit within you gives freedom. 


2 Now the Lord is the Spirit; and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty 
Corinthians 

3:17 

Translation HSV 


Epilogue 
Paul developed himself and gradually his vision changed: apocalypticism, looking to the future but 


also looking upwards with full expectation. He was no stranger to Greek Hellenistic thought and 
Gnosticism. Paul was a creative thinker, but certainly not a systematic thinker. Paul wrote mostly 
contextual theology. Dogmatics, a systematic doctrine of the church, was not what Paul had in mind. 


Paul the Mystic: The Inspiration of the Spirit 
Introduction 


Paul saw Jesus as the apocalyptic figure par excellence. He was expecting his return very soon. Then 
the reign of God would come forever: One God, one humanity, and one Spirit who animates us all. 


The Spirit 

Socrates was the wisest of all men, a teacher to the Greek-speaking world. Plato 427 B.C. has 
Socrates say: | do nothing but talk you into ignorance. Knowing does not make a person good. "The 
only thing | know for sure is that | don't know anything." Socrates pronunciation. By asking questions, 
we can help people discover their own inner truth. 

There is a voice within us that is not captured by the ability to think. It is the ineffable self that sows 
His Spirit in man. 


Paul expresses himself in the same terms. In Paul's case there is one Spirit who animates all. 

But that one Spirit comes to light according to everyone's own ability, but limited by intellectual 
capacity, health, (pre)history, culture. There are universal meanings in private experiences. But we are 
only an earthen pot for this treasure = knowledge of God's glory. 


2 Cor. 4,7 We do not proclaim ourselves, we proclaim that Jesus Christ is Lord and that for His sake we are your 
servants. The God who said, "Light will shine out of darkness," has made light shine in our hearts to 
illuminate us with the knowledge of his splendor, which radiates from the face of Jesus Christ. 

But we are but an earthen pot for this treasure: It must be clear that our overwhelmed power does not 
come from ourselves, but from God. 


Translation NBG\KBS 


Life itself 
There are spiritual teachers of the 21st century who speak out about similar ideas. It is easier for us 
to understand because we don't have to go back in time, there is no language and time barrier. 


Teachers who help you learn to find the silence within yourself. That silence can be found between 
the flow of thoughts. Behind thought is life, being is palpable as an experience in the presence in the 
now. You know you are: | am. By becoming aware of this, you can catch a glimpse of inner peace and 
freedom. Where time, past and future don't seem to exist. But in order to get that far, you will have 
to let go of the thoughts. Becoming the observer of the thoughts and learning to break through the 
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identification with the thoughts. Because of the identification: thinking and acting only from personal 
interests that consist of thoughts, conditioned you see the world through the veil, you see nothing 
clearly. 


Back to Paul. Man must not present his personal situation as the only true one. Due to a tendency to 
over-idealization, he always runs into that danger. In spite of the one Spirit who animates all, our 
knowledge and skill remain relative. The general man allows himself to be attracted by the 
unconscious part of himself. We only see in a blurred mirror. 


Even now we see mirror images, enigmatic, one day we are face to face. Even now | don't know half 
of it, someday, someday, l'Il know everything, as He knows everything about me. Faith and hope and 
love will remain, all three, but the greatest is love. 


Does 1.13:12- Now we are still looking in a mirror, we see mysterious things, but soon we will see face to face. 
14 
Translation NBG\KBS 


In his provisionality, Paul experiences God's Spirit most purely in love. 

Penetrating into the truth is made possible by letting go of spiritual lust for power and surrendering 
to the other. That's love. This is experienced in communicating with each other in freedom and 
respect. Love is the fulfillment of the law. 


Bile. 5:13 -18 For you are called to freedom, brethren, only not to that freedom which gives rise to the flesh; but; 
Serve one another through love. For the whole law is fulfilled in one word, namely, in this: Thou shalt 
love thy neighbor as thyself. But if you bite and devour each other, be careful not to be consumed by 
each other. But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will certainly not fulfill the lust of the flesh. For the flesh 
desires against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; And they're opposite each other, so you don't 
do what you want to. However, if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law. 


Translation HSV 


The Spirit is not the wind in your hair, not the breath in your lungs and it has nothing woolly for Paul 
either (The Spirit is not directly traceable). According to Paul, the recognizability of the Spirit's action 
in us lies in the fruits it produces. 'Look at the fruit, that's how you recognise the tree’. 


Bile. 5:22 But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faith, meekness, self- 
control. 
Translation HSV 


There is, in essence, only one fruit: the Spirit itself. To be lived through the mystery of God in us. The 
Spirit contrasts Paul with the flesh. It is the imagination that man can bend the whole of reality to his 
will at the expense of the other. Paul calls this attitude "flesh." It makes one deaf and blind to the 
experience of the Spirit. Flesh is described as, selfishness, ignorance, and sin. The Spirit shows 
Himself in many fruits. The Spirit that works through love. 


Epilogue 

Paul had a clear idea of what was at stake. He realized all the more that man was limited to living in 
the Spirit. Paul was a mystic, after all, he had experienced the vision in a living body, he had to put it 
back into practice for those who could not draw directly from the mystical experience. According to 
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Paul, the recognizability of the Spirit's working in us lies in the fruits it yields, which came closest to 
him. 


Paul the Mystic: Disidentification 
Introduction 
The Spirit shows Himself in many fruits. The Spirit that works through love. Bult...... 


The crucified man 

Paul contrasts flesh, selfishness (ego) with the proclamation of crucified man. Unmasking oneself is a 
form of suffering, it opens man to himself. Only then can he rise from the dead. A staggering 
discovery for the scholar Paul. 


There are spiritual teachers of the 21st century who speak out about similar ideas. 

The awakening often happens especially as humanity collectively faces various expressions of 
adversity. Here you will find the resilience to live in difficult times. You realize who or what you are 
beyond the personality. 


Letter to Philippians 
The background of the city of Philippi: veterans of the Roman legions and peasants from Italy who 


settled there. A city with a Roman character. Clearly, it is again about contextual theology. Paul is 
imprisoned in Ephesus, tortured, silenced, emptied and made into nothing. Paul lives with slaves who 
are inthe same boat as him, they turn out to be people like him. There is no life without suffering, 
Paul now realizes. But Paul doesn't give up. With the vision still in mind, but now with an emphasis on 
suffering. The Cosmic Christ Figure: Jesus died as a slave. Slaves are not people. They don't have a 
name and no identity. 


Phil. 2:5-11 Therefore, let there be in you that mind which was also in Christ Jesus, who, while he was in the form 
of God, did not consider it robbery to be equal to God, but emptied himself by taking the form of a 
slave and becoming like men. 

Translation HSV 


Note: 

In Philippians 2:5-11. The Christ Psalm, a song. The original psalm may have been written by an 
unknown Hellenistic Jewish man, who was versed in scripture and tradition, knowledge of wisdom 
literature from the intertestamental period—lIt is the period between the books of the Old and New 
Testaments, wisdom of Solomon. The song speaks the language of the time. Images and 
representations are unmistakably ‘contextual’. They represent the world of thought of ancient 
Oriental man. Characterize: 


= Jesus, entirely in line with Jewish tradition as a suffering righteous man. 

= Faithful to God and to himself, he obediently walked the path of suffering. 

= Jesus died ‘before us' before us. His way of life, faithfulness and love, his obedience unto death, 
challenges us to a new humanity. 

= Image bearer of God. 

= The Relationship Between Jesus and God 

=" Solidarity with people 

= Exaltation symbolizes humiliation full of perspective. 
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Why did Paul include this in his letter? To describe the way man lives. 


In prison, Paul comes to the conclusion that man has to go through suffering in order to be an image 
bearer of God. He sees his own fate as that of the slaves and that of Jesus intertwined. Paul 
experiences sickness and suffering as an experience of death. Suffering is part of the death of the old 
man and the growth of Christ. According to Paul, through his self-liberation from the flesh in his 
suffering and death, Jesus became the Christ. 


We can participate in this if we also go through this process of detachment in surrender. Paul's life 
changed as a result of this insight and relates it to himself. Paul writes it about his own crucifixion and 
resurrection. |, too, died to the law, and | was crucified with Christ. | myself no longer live, Christ lives 
in me. The "Christ in me" (Galatians 2:20). Paul became a different man—a Christ man. 


Bile. 2:20 I was crucified with Christ; and it is no longer | who live, but Christ who lives in me. 

Bile. 4:12- Be like me, for I also am like you, brethren; | beg you! You have not wronged me in any way. You know that I 

14 first preached the Gospel to you in physical weakness. And yet you did not despise or abhor my trial, which 
took place in my body, but received me as an angel of God, even as Christ Jesus. 


Translation HSV 


But it is not only about the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus who preceded us, but about the 
crucifixion and resurrection of everyone, every human being in this world. The texts from the letter to 
the Galatians clearly show this: It is not something that happens outside of man but within yourself. 


Bile. 4:19 Little children, of whom | am again in travail until Christ takes shape in you. 

Bile. 5:24-25 But those who are Christ's have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. If we live by the Spirit, 
let us also walk by the Spirit. 

Bile. 6:3 For if a man thinks he is something, when he is nothing, he is deceiving himself. 

Bile. 6:8 For he who sows in his own flesh will reap ruin from the flesh; but he that soweth in the Spirit shall reap 
eternal life from the Spirit. 


Translation HSV 


Paul offers three ways to become a free man: 


= Insight, meditation 
= Love, love 
= Breaking free, through conflict and accepting suffering, a person can achieve wholeness. 


That Paul had knowledge of Jewish and non-Jewish mysticism in his day may now be obvious. And the 
similarity of mythological stories becomes visible. 


=" Buddha 
= Jesus 

= Orpheus 
=" Osiris 

= Seth 


It is only in the surrender of a false self that the human being of flesh and blood becomes the word, 
the spirit of God. This is how he gets his real identity. 
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2 Now the Lord is the Spirit; and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty 
Corinthians 

3:17 

Translation HSV 


Disidentification 

There are theologians who make the parable between Paul and spiritual teachers of the 21st century 
who speak of disidentification. They see disidentification in Paul's texts. That you perceive that you 
have a body, thoughts and feelings but are not them. You get to know this inner observer, who looks 
without judgment and with gentleness. You no longer identify with the conditioned mind. You are, as 
it were, liberated from the power of the personality. 

Being a true human being can be experienced by becoming aware of the life within yourself, being is 
palpable as an experience in the presence in the now. You know you are: | am. Moreover, the 
strength of the spiritual teachers of the 21st century is that he expresses mystical insights in 
accessible language. Because of the emphasis on disidentification, the theologian began to become 
more aware of the fact that Paul also teaches a kind of disidentification with (self-centered) thoughts 
and desires (Rom. 6:11-13) based on the experience/conviction of 'Christ in me' (Gal. 2:20). In the 
letter to the Romans Romans 6:11-13 he writes with Christ dead, dead to sin (the ego) but in Christ 
Jesus to be alive to God. This is how you must see yourselves: dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ 
Jesus. So don't let sin rule over your mortal existence, don't give in to your desires. 


Romans 6:11-13 In the same way, you should count yourselves dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus our Lord. Do 
not, then, let sin reign in your mortal body to obey its desires. 
Bile. 2:20 I was crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. 


Translation HSV 


Accessible language is important. Mystical writers such as Meister Eckhart and Palamas are much less 
so. Yet the spiritual teachers of the 21st century show that there is a large market for mysticism 
today. The Catholic theologian Karl Rahner said long ago that the Christian of the future will be a 
mystic, or he will not be. 


Epilogue 
Free people through liberation - through self-liberation from the flesh. Beyond reason and choosing 


life, living in freedom, a free Spirit, solidarity with all living things here on this earth. 


